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ABSTRACT

E,MAIL OVERLOAD:
IMPLICATIONS OF VIRTIJAL COMMLII{ICATIOhI AT THE OFFICE

MATTHEW JOHN HEARNE
December 31, 2009

Thesis

Leadership Application Proj ect

X

Non-thesis

This investigation focuses on the implications of email overload on worker

productivity, stress, and privacy in the workplace. This research attempts to
confirm the affects of email overload at the office by comparing case study results

with the review of related literature and subsequently offering a conclusion based
upon this comparison.
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Email Overload:
The Implications of Virtual Communication at the Office
Virtual communication is spanning the globe rapidly. Information that once
took days to reach its intended recipients can now be received in seconds. It appears
as though the entire

world is becoming more dependent upon this type of

coiltmunication. In many office settings, the primary means of communication takes
shape in the

form of email.

Email is essential in that it has the capability of distributing mass quantities of
data in a

timely manner. For example, people are capable of sending and receiving

information contained within a variety of formats such as Excel, Word, PowerPoint,
and so on. The information sontained within these programs can be attached to an

email and delivered anywhere around the globe.
The use of email is essential to the survival of so many organizations. Sharing

information by using of email at the office allows for decisions to be rendered

quickly. Also, individuals can send (email) the exact same information to their
intended recipients without having to make a trip across the office, which would
otherwise take more time out of their workday. In this day and age, time is
considered by many to be a precious commodity.

In spite of the advantages of email, there are significant concems about its
negative impact at the office. Today, with so much information being transported by
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email, much of the workforce is starting to experience its implications. Leavitt (2008)
states,

"Of all the technology tools large and small that have become a routine part of

the business duy, email is by far the most insidious" (p.

20).

She then goes on to

state,

According to a 2006 survey of adult employees by Harris Interactive, for
instance, 59 percent of the respondents who use email at work admitted to
wasting "a lot" of time searching for lost email, while 28 percent said the
volume of email they receive causes them to fall behind on their work (p. 20).
This survey provides insight into the misuse of email in our working lives. Success at
the office is dependent upon clear and concise communication and not necessarily the

quantity of information sent and received by employing the use of email at work.
Purpose
The purpose of this research is to discover whether the intensive use of email at the

office hinders both individual and group capacity to perform daily job responsibilities.
Also, minimizing work-related stress and an increasing awareness of privacy
guidelines at the office is an essential part of business, and this research
a

will

also take

glimpse at these two points of concem. Finally, this project will provide a few

possible ways to develop a more effective email policy at work.

Along with the review of literature, interviews with eight people were
conducted in an attempt to gain insight pertaining to the use of email at the office. A
case study methodology was used, and

all interviews were
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conducted in an informal setting. The data analysis portion of this case study

will

include a rationale for studying the case, a detailed description of the facts related to
the case, a description of the datacollected, a discussion of the patterns discovered,
and a connection to the larger scheme of things.
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Review of Literature
What are some of the concerns stemming from email overload? Surprisingly,
there is a substantive amount of literature associated with this question.

Worker Productivity
The first concern, which is threaded throughout the literature I have
discovered, involves the effects email has on worker productivity. Pratt (2008)
conducted an interview with the Chief Executive Officer of Booher Consultants

Incorporated. According to Pratt, "Booher's surveys of clients have shown that 58
percent of workers spendr.rp to three hours aday on email" (p. 30). Pratt then goes on

to state, "Though some of that email time is undoubtedly related to getting their jobs
done, much of it is a waste because messages are either poorly written or have little or

nothing to do with business" (p. 30). CIO Tony Murabito of Cubist Pharmaceuticals
also feels the increased volume of emails hinders worker productivity. Pratt states,

"Murabito says his researsh showed that cutting email communications could help
Cubist workers recover an estimated 15 to 20 days of lost productivity annually

-

or

7000 to 9000 days every year for the whole organization" (p. 30).

Similarly Sweetnam (2006) has discovered the negative impacts of email on
worker productivity. She mentions although the use of email can increase the level

productivity at the office, too much email can have a devastating effect on worker

productivity. Sweetnam states, "According to the National Research Bureau, the

of
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average business person sends and receives about 90 messages aday" (p. 13).
Sweetnam continues by stating, ""Power emailers" spend more than three hours a day

on email and often work on it evenings, weekends, and during vacation" (p. 13). She
then talks about a situation concerning a global director of human resources of a

multi-national company. The director admits the email he receives comes from
around the globe and that it is too much to handle. Sweetnam also mentions the

human resource director sometimes gives up upon experiencing email overload and
then worries

if things have slippedthroughthe cracks, because he gave up on

checking his emails.
The use of email at work poses an additional concern to worker productivity.

This concern entails the abuse of email while on company time. For example, there
are individuals throughout the workforce who have a tendency to use email

for

personal reasons. This can lead to a loss in worker productivity. According to Meall
(2000),

"At al1 organizational levels, people are increasingly swamped by useless

emails. Personal email, chain letters, jokes, greeting cards, and the sort of pleasant
but pointless chit-chat you would otherwise pickup in the corridor or by the coffee

machine" (p.72).

A closer look at a survey conducted by Mastrangelo, Everton, ffid Jolton
(2006) sheds some insight into personal email use at the office. The survey was
conducted online and received 329 responses from employees of various

organizations. Mastrangelo et al. state, "In the previous six months 88 percent used
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email at work for personal messages and 80 percent forwarded jokes" (p. 735). They
termed this personal email usage "devianf' computer use and state,

"A representative

from an internet surveillance company recently estimated that recreational web
surfing cost U.S. businesses $5.3 billion in 1999" (p. 731). Also, Mastrangelo et al.
mention a survey conducted by the American Management Association. Of the
companies who participated in the survey, 50 percent of them disciplined or

terminated at least one employee for misusing email or the Internet at the office.

Worker Stress
The second common concern illustrated by a number of articles obtained for
this research project is the effects of email as it relates to employee stress.

Accountancy (2007) states, "One-in-three workers feels stressed by the number of
emails they get and the obligation to respond, and attempting to keep up with the
barrage makes them tired, frustrated and unproductive" (p. 63).

Does a significant investment in technology result in the subsequent creation

of

a

healthy working environment? According to Mulholland (2007), "Now we leam

that although technology was introduced to make our lives simpler, it has, instead
become a major cause of stress in the workplace" (yt.22). He also mentions office

workers are simply pre occupied and exhausted, due to a tremendous need to respond

to email messages they receive daily. Mulholland makes an interesting point when he
states, "There was no better way

for

a manager

to discover what his staff was really

concerned about then a quiet chat over a cup of coffee or a drink at the local pub after
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work" (p. 22). Mulholland adds to this bit of candor and states "that intimate and
rewarding form of human communication has now been replaced by the sterile screen

with its endless email trafftc" (p.22). Another interesting point made by Mulholland
is when he mentions a series of interviews that were sonducted by researchers from

Glaskow and Paisley Universities. Of the 177 participants interviewed, one-half
visited their email in-boxes hourly for new messages. Furthermore, the results of the
interviews also concluded that one-third felt "stressed out" by the volume of emails
they received and felt additional pressure to respond to them as soon as possible.

While conducting my research on email overload, I came across a myriad

of

articles that briefly discussed "no email Fridays" as a possible way of reducing stress
in the office environment. Some of the articles spoke positively about initiating such
a practice,

while other articles indicated no email days

as a hindrance

to lowering

worker stress and enhancing worker relationships at the office. For example,

Mulholland mentions that it would be interesting to

see

how no email days would

impact relationships at the office. While explaining the possible benefits of such
days, Mulholland states,

"I

suspect that not only would staff enjoy such interchanges,

but they'd f,rnd the outcomes far more satisfactory and productive than results
achieved banging emails back and forth, sometimes over a distance of a meter or two"

(p. 22). On the other hand,

the IT Director of British Energy mentions his concern

about no email days. Meall (2007) states, "British Energy, for example, has piloted a

collaboration system and introduced email free Friday. But as its IT Director Ian
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Campbell admits: collaboration just shifts emphasis, and the morning after a no email
duy, the problem can seem even worse" (p. 70).

Regardless of whether or not companies employ the use of no email days, the
stress attributed to email overload is prevalent throughout the

workplace. According

to Hemp (2009), "Researchers say that the stress of not being able to process

information as fast as it arrives combined with the personal and social expectation
that, say, you

will answer every email

message

- can deplete and demoralize

you" fu.

84). Hemp adds to this by stating, "Author Linda Stone, who coined the term
'continuous partial attention' to describe the mental state of today's knowledge
workers, says she is noticing

-

of

a

involves the withholding

get this

-

'email apnea"'(p. 84). Email apnea

normal breathing pattern when individuals tend to their

emails.

Workplace Privacy
So far, this research has uncovered the effests of email on worker productivity
and stress. The third implication of virtual communication at the office refers to the
use of email as it relates to workplace privacy. Although much of the workforce is

using email on a daily basis, many individuals in the workplace do not realize or
choose to downplay the ethical and legal issues associated with email usage at the

office. According to Moore (2009), "Anyone who reads the headlines knows that
even at work, email users seem to feel comfortable sharing thoughts, feelings, and
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information that they never would have recorded in writing and disseminated before
the advent of email" (0.215).

Although email started as a means to initiate casual conversation, it
subsequently grew rapidly as a primary means of coffImunicating with others at the

office. With this in mind, there are a few blunders that can be detrimental to
individuals in the workplace. Mistakenly "clicking" on the reply all button can send
an individual's email message to anunintended member or members of the audience.

The result, depending upon whether or not the email message contains confidential

information, or the extent to which the message is considered to be inappropriate, can
be grounds for termination or possible legal astion may arise. Moore provides an

example of a secondyear law student, Jonas Blank's carelessness in sending an email
message to unintended recipients. The summer associate mistakenly sent the

following email to 40 other individuals. Jonas Blank's email reads as follows:

I'm busy doing Jack s*+*. Wentto nice 2hr sushi lunch today at Sushi Zen.
Nice place. Spent the rest of the day typing emails and bulls***ing with
people. Unfortunately, I actually have work to do - I'm on some corp. finance
deal under the global head of corp. finance, which means I should really
peruse these materials and not be a f+*
So Yeah, Corporate love hasn't worn off yet...But just give me time... (as
cited in Moore, 2009, p.278).

The above-mentioned email was forwarded by many of the unintended recipients to
Human Resources and to friends outside of the law

firm. Subsequently, almost every

lawyer inNew York Cify possessed a copy if this email within a few days.
Forfunately, this email did not impact the reputation of the law

firm. However,
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according to Moore, "Blank's misdirected email caused a spillover of his personal life
into his professional identity"

$. 280). Again,

even though there was no damage

to the law firm's reputation, Moore states, "An email itself may cause an act
attributable to the corporation" (p. 200).
Friedman (2007) contends employers are also increasingly monitoring their
employees' email to curb their own potential liability stemming from employee use or
misuse of email, while at the workplace. The protection of company assets and
increase in worker productivity play a central role in this monitoring process.

Benefits of Email
So far, this research has uncovered some of the implications of email overload
at the

office. That being said, the review of literature conducted for this research

has

also uncovered a few common themes relating to the usefulness of email as a tool for

enhancing communication in the workplace. The ability of employees to share

information with one another instantaneously is one of the positive attributes of email.
This exchange can occur between anyone, anywhere, and anytime around the globe.
Fujimoto, Bahfen, Fermilis & Hartel (2006) state, "In today's knowledge based global
economy, online communication is increasingly valued by organizations as a way to

efficiently respondto dynamic competitive markets" (p.7). Fujimoto et al. (2006)
then go on to state, "The effectiveness of cross cultural online conlmunication is

critical to business success today" (p. 7). Although Byron's (2008) findings suggest
email has the capabiliff of eroding relationships at the office, she states, "The
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proliferation of email for business communications is likely due to some advantages,
such as flexibility and asynchrony it has over other communications media" (p. 309).

According to Fujimoto et

a1.,

"Previous technologies could not overcome the barriers

of distance and time the way the internet can; newspapers, radio, and most television
networks were in effect restricted to audiences of national and passive users.

Similarly, Nugent (2008), who references the benefits of email in the medical
field, mentions the flexibility of email in terms of reaching out to the world. Nugent
states, "The

world is moving online, ffid email is an outstanding way to reach out to

medical professionals and consumers and drive traffic to websites for e-detailing,
market research, product promotion, compliance sites and virtually any other medical

marketing objective" (p. 56). Additionally, McBimey (2006) adds her optimistic
message concerning the use of email as a means of enhancing communication in the

context of a marketing and advertising related work environment. She states, "The
true nature of direct marketing is one-to-one coilrmunications, and email has all the
necessary attributes to achieve this successfully: it is relevant, measurable, timely,
and can deliver measurable return on investment" (p. 16).

Colky & Young (2006) make some interesting statements regarding mentoring
in virlual organizations. In order to understand what a virtual organization is, Colky

& Young offer a definition. They

state,

The virrual organization is an emerging organizalional model. Today, many of
the largest organizations and start-up companies are not physically housed in
one place. In many cases they are located throughout the world. For-profit

Augsburg College Library
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educational instifutions like the University of Phoenix, based in Arizona, have
offices and campuses in multiple locations throughout the USA, numerous
major corporations have offices, operations, and physical plants in other
countries, and trade and professional associations have regional, state, and
national offices (p. a3a).
That being said, these organizations view virfual coffImunication as the
necessary adhesive that binds their ideas and global perspectives in an effort to
expand their presence globally. Colky & Young emphasis the tremendous importance

of virlual communication when they state,
The development of the Internet and email changed how we do business in a
profound way. A great deal of our conununication is accomplished
electronically, even with others who work in the same location, but it is the
only way to communicate day-to day with those who are located in another
part of the world (p. 435).

Virtual communication's uncanny knack in acting

as a

tool to promote dialogue from

anywhere imaginable renders it an important way to communicate with others without
the restrictions of the usual office boundaries. According to Colky

& Young,

"Without technology, such as email, virtual organizations could not evolve because
the workers within them could not communicate" (p. 435).

Also, there is something to be said when it comes to the benefits of email in
the work setting. The workforce has a distinct opporfunity to expand upon their

cultural diversity as they interact with their counterparts from around the globe

without the expenses associated with travel. Accroding to Colky & Young, "There
are no meeting rooms, lunches, dinners, travel, or other associated expenses" fu. aa3).

In summary, with regard to the positive attributes of email usage at work, the
review of literature suggests the ascessibility and timeliness by which email can
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deliver information to individuals is of great importance. Also, the abiliff of email to
reach audiences at any moment and from anywhere on this planet is of a substantial

benefit to the workplace.
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Case Study Methodology

Interviews with eight people were conducted in an attempt to gain insight pertaining
to the use of email at the office. A case study methodology was used, and all

interviews were conducted in an informal setting. The data analysis portion of this
case study

will include

a rationale

for studying the case,

a detailed

description of the

facts related to the case, a description of the data collected, a discussion of the

patterns discovered, and a connection to the larger scheme of things. The results

of

this sase study will either support or disconfirm the theory that an overabundance of
virrual cornmunication (i.e., email) has a negative effect on worker productivity,
stress levels, and worker privacy.

Description of Facts

At Community Action Partnership of Suburban Hennepin, my former
employer,
a result,

I sent out a department wide email requesting volunteers for this study. As

eight individuals decided to participate in this study. The participants

involved two men and six women. The ages of these subjects ranged from 28 to 61
years of age. Each subject was interviewed separately in a privale area of the office.

Rationale
This case is worthy of exploring, because on so many levels, optimum
communication has become central to the success of an organization. Virlual
communication is one of the tools to optimize communication at the office and thus,
email needs to be better understood before it can be used appropriately at the office.
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Data Collection
Each participant answered a series of 10 questions concerning the effects

of

email usage at the office. The answers to these questions were written down, while
simultaneously being tape-recorded. The written answers in combination with the
tape recordings were later examined. These answers and tape recordings were

examined by comparing each written answer to the response given in the tape

recordings. If there was anything 1eft out of each written response, it was
subsequently captured by reviewing the tape recordings and vice versa. Once enough

information from these two sourses was collected, a comparison was drawn between
what information was collected in the case study and what was captured in the review

of literature, and the results were shared in the critical reflections section of this
paper.

Findings
Question One: How aware are you in that your email colrespondence can be shared
by others in the office without your knowledge? (This question is multiple choice, and
each subject had three options to choose

from. These options were (a) not aware, (b)

somewhat aware, or (c) very aware.)

Response: Of the eight participants involved, one individual chose (a); one

individual chose (b); six individuals chose (c).
Question Two: Please indicate which response best explains your feelings about
email at the office? (This question is multiple choice, and each subject had four
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options to choose from. These options were (a) being a recipient of email never adds
stress to my workday, (b) being a recipient of email adds stress to my workday some

of the time, (c) being a recipient of email adds stress to my workday much of the
time, or (d) Being a recipient of email adds stress to my workday all of the time.)
Response: Of the eight participants involved, two out eight individuals chose (a),

while six out of eight individuals chose (b).
Question Three: Do you feel email enhances productivity or hinders productivity?
Explain.
Respo_uggl Seven out of e ight participants indicated email enhances productivity.

Only one participant indicated email hinders productivity. According to B. Foster
Crowe (face-to-face interview, September 28, 2009),

I feel email hinders productivity only

because you get so much of email that is
job
per se. So you still got to read it to verify that it's not.
not pertaining to the
Even though they (the office) have spam blocker, it doesn't filter all the

emails.

For those participants who stated email enhances productivity, they integrated a few
substantive arguments. For example, D. Sweeney (face-to-face interview, September

28,2009) stated, "It enhances, because I think it allows you to communicate without
taking time away from staying at your workstation to intermingle or whatever".

Similarly, D. Park (face-to-face interview, September 29,2009) states,

I'd say it definitely enhances. I think there is a lot of information

exchange
to the
phone
walking
call
or
that does not need to happen in the sense of a
other side of the office to talk to somebody. It (email) leads to a lot of
efficiency.
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D. Slimmer (face-to-face interview, September 29,2009) also provided an important
argument in support of increased productivity, as a result of using email. She states,

I think it enhances productivity, because you get the information to the people
who need it. You don't have to go from person to person. Everybody gets the
same information. It's not like one person gets different information than
another person.

Still, other participants provided additional insights in support of the argument that
email enhances productivity. For example, S. Zemke (face-to-face interview,
September 30, 2009) stated,

"I think it enhances productivity, if it is used well. I like

it because I don't have to talk to people". Similarly, H. Posthumus (face-to-face

interview, September 30, 2009) stated, "Email enhances productivity, if it is used

correctly". D. Casper-Smith's (face-to-face interview, September 30, 2009) argument
in support of email as an enhancement to productivity stated, "Probably enhances it
by giving directions on what is needed". Finally, Anonymous (face-to-face interview,
September 30, 2009) stated,

"I

suppose it enhances productivity,

if communications

are clear and instructions are precise".

Ouestion

Four: What percentage of email sent to you would you consider

unnecessary?

Response: The average percentage of unnecessary emails received by the entire
group of participants is 33 percent.

Question Five: Do you feel face-to-face to be a more suitable or less suitable means
of communicating with others about important issues?
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Response: All participants agreed that face-to-face is a more suitable means of
conveying important issues to one another at the office.

Ouestion Six: Would you implement email-free Fridays? Why or why not?
Response: One participant indicated she is new to the position, and her opinion was
not yet formulated in her mind. Another parlicipant mentioned that email-free
Fridays would be an excellent opportunity to catch up on her other tasks. The
remaining six participants indicated they did not see any benefits of implementing
email-free Fridays, or any day for that maffer. For example, D. Casper-Smith
responded to this question by stating,

day". Anonymous stated, "I do not

"No. You get them all piled up on a different

see the importance

of this. Email accessibility is

necessary. Email-free Fridays would not be a prudent choice for me." Additionally,
a comment made

by S. Zemke further enhances the arguments made by those not in

favor of email free Fridays. He stated,

I don't believe I could conduct business on a daily basis without the use of
email. Not even for a day. The use of email every day is critical to the
survival of the organization. Also, I cannot foresee myself calling every
individual or stopping by every cubicle just to convey the information I need
to convey to people.
Question Seven: Do you feel email strengthens relationships at work? Why or why
not?

Responses: Responses to this question were split down the middle. Half of the group
of participants indicated the usage of email strengthens relationships at the office,
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while the other half did not feel this way. Let's take a closer look at some of the
responses offered by the participants.

An example of a response in favor of using email

as a means

of strengthening

relationships at work would b D. Park's response. He stated,

I think it does. Sometimes people feel more comfortable putting their thoughts
in writing, So, I feel you have to compose yourself better with email. You
have to think about what you are going to say, and therefore, you have an
opportunity to enhance relationships at work, because email gives you that
opportunity to think about what you are going to say.

An example of a response not in favor of email

as a means

of enhancing

relationships at work would be S. Zemke's response. He stated, "Email does not
enhance relationships at the

office. It should be used as a means of communicating

policy".
Ouestion EjFht: Do you feel email enhances the overall productivity of the team?
Why or why not?
Response:

All participants in this research felt the use of email enhances a team's

overall productivity. Let's take a closer look at some of the responses that some of
the recipients offered during their interviews.
D.Casper-Smith stated, "Email does enhance overall productivity. However, it
needs to be used responsibly. The more information

you san

aff.ach

to one email, the

fewer emails you have to open in the future regarding the same subject". According
to B. Foster-Crowe, "Email saves time in that team members don't always have to
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leave their offices or pick up the phone and dial a number in order to reach someone".

Qu estion Nine: How many hours do you spend on email per workday?
Response: Res ponses from the majority of participants indicated they spend, on
average, between two and two and one-half hours on email

daily. Of the eight

participants, two of them mentioned they only spend 10 minutes on email daily.

Question Ten: How often do you receive email that does not apply to your
workload? (This question is multiple choice, and each subject had four options to
choose

from. These options were (a) never, (b) sometimes, (c) most of the time, or

(d) all of the time.)
Response: Of the eight participants, five of them chose (b), two chose (c), and one
participant chose (d).

Now that this information has been reported, the results of these case study findings

will provide insight into the extent to which these findings pair with the information
in the review of literature.
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Critical Reflections
This portion of the research attempts to spot trends in the case study
confirming or disconfrrming the data discovered in the literature review. Overall
participant answers are reflected upon in the findings discussed.
The first question in the case study concerned the level of participant
awareness that email correspondence can be shared with others at the office without

their knowledge. As mentioned previously, the majority of participants indicated they
were very aware that their email correspondence could be shared with others without

their knowledge. Additionally, almost all participants admitted they downplayed the
consequences about an unintended party receiving their emails. In other words, the

participants mentioned that they trusted the intended recipient in that he or she would

not disseminate information to unintended recipients. The information contained in
the literature review appears to confirm what was discovered in the case study in that
many individuals choose to downplay any ramifications concerning such
dissemination of email to unintended recipients. Furthermore, as was discovered in
the literature review, Moore mentions that individuals using email at work appear to
be comfortable in sending email correspondence containing their thoughts and
feelings to others. Prior to the use of email, thoughts and feelings at risk of being
discovered would have never been recorded in writing. In short, participant
awareness concerning the dissemination of email to unintended audiences is present.
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However, the willingness to continue the expression of an individual's thoughts and
feelings via email, for the most part, continues to prevail.
The second question in the case study captured the extent to which email adds
stress to an

individual's workday. The majority of participants in this study indicated

that being recipients of email adds stress to their workday some of the time. As stated

in the literature review, researchers from Glaskow and Paisley Universities
discovered that one-third of their participants experienced being "stressed out" by the
number of email messages that were received and the number of responses they had
to remit to the sender. Unfortunately, the answers provided in response to this
question neither confirmed or disconfirmed the findings contained in the literature

review. The question asked was simply too vague. Therefore, the answers did not
capture the extent to which each participant was "stressed out" by using email at

work. The questiol should have been composed in such a manner in that it could
measure the degree to which participants were "stressed out" by the daily use

of

email.

The third question asked whether or not individuals feel the use of email
enhances or hinders

productivity. As mentioned previously in this research project,

seven out of eight participants in this study indicated that email enhances

productivity. It is important to note here that although the majoriry of participants
believe the use of email enhances productivity, many of them mentioned that email
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of

productivity. Similarly, in the literature review findings, the majority of the research
revealed that irresponsible use of email was the reason why worker productivity has

suffered. As mentioned previously, Pratt states, "Though some of that email time is
undoubtedly related to getting their jobs done, much of it is awaste because messages
are either poorly written or have little or nothing to do with business" (p. 30).

Similarly, Accountancy mentions there are many individuals in the workplace who
are inundated with useless emails. Therefore, the article concludes loss

of

productivity is attributed to these useless emails and the amount of time it takes for
workers to deal with them. These research findings, in combination with the results
of the case study, lead to the exploration of the next question.
The fourth question asked participants about the percentage of email they
receive as unnecessary email. As mentioned previously in the case study, the group

of participants on average stated they received unnecessary emails one-third of the

time. This is a significant amount of useless email and thus, appears to support
Accountancy's claim that there is a number of useless emails intercepted by the

workforce. In addition to this claim, Mastroangelo et al. concluded in their six-month
study concerning email usage that 88 percent of the participants studied used their

employer's email server for their personal use.
The fifth question in the case study asked participants

if face-to

face

conversation is a more or less viable means of communicating important issues at the
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of

corrmunicating important issues. The review of literature adequately supports this

finding. For example, Mulholland, mentions the usefulness and power of face-to-fase
corrununication before the advent of excessive email usage at the office. He indicates
that a few decades &go, there was no better way for a manager to understand staff
concerns than to participate in a face-to-face interaction with his or her staff. He

mentions that today, much of the workforce is preoccupied and tired, because often
times, email requires the recipient to respond to an email by firing off a subsequent
email to the original sender. In order to expand further on the workforce's
preoccupation with email and to reiterate what was uncovered in the literature review,
researchers from Glaskow and Paisley lJniversities indicate of the I77 participants in

their study, that one-half visited their email inboxes hourly for new messages. The
humorous attempt by Hemp to explain the mindset of today's workforce as
experiencing "email apnea" indicates the social abnormalities associated with email.

This abnormal breathing and withholding of attention Hemp associates with "email
apnea" may be humorous to some, but is a point of concem and could be a response

to the face-to-face interaction needed in order to strengthen relationships both inside
the office and outside of the office.
Question six of the case study asked the participants whether or not they are in

favor of no-email Fridays. The majority of participants indicated they did not see the
benefits of implementing email-free Fridays or any day for that matter. While
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there is support in the literature review that suggests no-email Fridays may be a
solution to increase the level of face-to-face communications at the office, the

literature findings also suggest the opposite is true. And while the findings in the case
study confirm some of the attitudes uncovered in the literature, there is no overall

confirmation or disconfirmation, since there appears to be just as much literature in
favor of no email days as there is against no email days. Perhaps a broader review of
literature should have been harnessed concerning this particular issue. Therefore, this
cpncern warrants further investigation.

It is understood across the spectrum of the workforce that relationships are of
primary importance in maintaining a successful business. Participants in this research
were asked whether or not they felt email strengthens relationships at work. As was
mentioned previously in the case study, one-half of the group of participants indicated
email usage strengthens relationships at work, while the other half of participants
indicated this was not the case. Because there were just as many participants in
support of email as a tool for enhancing relationships at the office as there were
participants who were not in support of this type of communication positively

affecting these relationships, the overall answers neither confiffn or disconfirm the
literafure findings. Perhaps a greater number of participants would render overall
attitudes in favor of or not in favor of email usage enhancing relationships at work.
Question eight in the case study asked participants whether or not the use

of

email enhances the overall productivity of the team. Every participant in the group
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indicated that email does, in fact, enhance the overall productivity of a team. In the
sense that the same information can be disseminated to a group instantaneously, as

long as it is used responsibly, the overall participant answers align with the literature

findings. For example, in the literature, Praff mentions there is a necessity for email
in getting certain jobs completed. However, she further mentions there is a
significant amount of email that is not written effectively, or is not necessarily related
to the business at hand. Similarly, Sweetnam mentions that although the use of email
can increase productivity at the office, a devastating situation can occur when there is

too much email to handle.
The ninth question in the case study questionnaire asked participants how
many hours they spend on email per workday. As mentioned earlier in this study, the

majority of participants indicated they spend from two to two and one-half hours on
email, while only two participants indicated they spend 10 minutes. Reflecting back
on the literature findings, Pratt indicated Broher's surveys illustrated a significant
percentage of workers spending up to three hours per day on email. Similarly, a

significant percentage of participants in this research spend a quarter of their time

working on email. Considering the percentage of unnecessary email received by the
group of participants stands at 33 percent, it appears as though the amount of time
spent on email could be reduced substantially. With this in mind, this research

explains a few methods used to curb the amount of time spent on email in the next
section.
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Finally, the last question in the case study asked each participant how often he or she
receives email that does not pertain to his or her workload. As was mentioned earlier,
the majority of participants indicated they received non-work related email some

of

the time. This question could have been clarified a liffle more. For example, perhaps
percentages could have been substituted for the rnultiple choice answers offered to
each

participant. One individual's "sometimes" response could equate to a different

quantity than the same response offered by another individual.
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Solutions to Email Overload
Employee engagement, inclusiveness, and ethical integrity are important
variables adding to the element of success in any co{poration and to the well being

of

its employees. There are constructive ways to limit the level of stress and distraction
associated with the overabundance of email in the workplace.

An article in Communications of the ACM (2008) indicates that there are
emerging technologies that assist the workforce in maintaining organizational
processes while reducing the number of email disruptions. The article states,

"Microsoft is working on some rernedies for attention disruption disorder that include

AI

systems that observe humans at work and build models that predict the cost and

benefit of intemrpting someone. (p. 15). Contained within these remedies is an
additional tool, which whithholds incoming email messages until the recipient is
ready to break away from other tasks.

Another possible way of curtailing the overuse of email at the office is to
either develop a smarter electronic communications policy. For example, the

elimination of personal web-based email at work could enhance the overall

productivity of employees. Similarly, blocking

access to blogs such as

gambling

sites, e-shopping sites, and networking sites could enhance overall productivity as

well. Also, by eliminating these sources of personal communication, corporations can
subsequently decrease their chances of any legal action occurring against them. As
was mentioned earlier in the literature review, virfual
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communication can literally trickle into the \,vrong hands, and the consequences could
indeed entail a company's reputation being sacrificed, as a result.
Sometimes employing the use of the telephone can significantly diminish the
number of email an individual needs to contend with, while at work. Leavitt
mentions the usefulness of the telephone as a substitute for email. She states,

"Making a short phone call can keep things moving along and prevent
misunderstandings much better than a long string of back and forth email messages"
(p. 2o).

No-email Fridays is another choice that aims to quell the influx of email at

work. More specifically, no-email days could prompt workers to contact their
countetparts by phone and/or stop by and pay them a face-to-face visit. As was
mentioned previously in this research, Mulholland believes that a no-email day would
encourage employees to exchange ideas with one another and essentially encourage

meaningful dialogue with one another.
Clear and concise writing ability transported across the expanse of cyberspace

would contribute much in the way of reducing excessive email usage. For example,
Sweetnam says it eloquently when she states, "Take all the time you need to write a

good email rather than firing off a quick response" (p. 13). She then mentions the
importance of realizing that words are the only variables individuals can utilize when
composing email. Matching the message to the audience is a thoughtful and

meaningful way to convey what needs to be done on a daily basis. The majority of
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coflununication derives from our body language and voice inflections. Creativity
needs to be substituted should body language and speech not be

utilized during the

communications process.
Renaming titles in the subject line of incoming email is another approach to

minimizing email overload. An employee can open his or her email messages and
change the subject line indicating which email message deserves the highest priority.

Afterthe subject line has been changed, the email can be closed and the new title will
appear on the subject line.

Finally Sweetnam mentions that just breaking away from sitting in front of a
computer screen for a short period of time allows individuals to relax and reorg arize

their thoughts. Upon retuming to his or her desk, an employee can then take
advantage of the newly harnessed energy captured, while on break.
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Final Report
The sub-problems of diminished productivity, worker stress, and lack

of

worker privacy act as focal points throughout the scope of this research project

involving email overload. These sub-problems were studied in depth by conducting
literature research and subsequently comparing these findings to the findings in the
case study.

Productivity
Overall, there appears to be agreement between the Iiterature findings and case
study that email overload can hinder worker productivify. Both concur that if email is
used responsibly at the office, everyone can reap the benefits of email.
Perhaps the workforce needs to express their concerns about the potential

misuse of email to their leadership teams more often. There are many processes and
guidelines in place for employees to follow, in order to make optimum use of email at
the office. However, the amount of time management spends with their employees
discussing solutions to the misuse of email appears to be very

little.

Increased

productivity is often times partnered with creativity in meeting the demands of
management, fellow employees, and customers. Hemp states,

Distractions created by incoming email and other types of information also
have more subtle consequences. Research by Teresa M. Amabile

of
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Harvard Business School has identified reduced creative activity on days when

work is fragmented by intemrptions. And we know from other research that
even young workers, who have lots of experience frequently switching from
one device or application to another, need unintemrpted periods during which

to successfully tackle particularly demanding requests

$.

a).

Email overload and its effects on worker productivity can be alleviated by a
more assertive workforce conveying their displeasure and engaging in meaningful
conversation about the issue. Wheatley (2009) mentions the importance

of

conversation as a tool that is used to help people realize the issues needing to be

resolved. She states,
Large and successful change efforts start with conversations among friends,
not with those in power. Change doesn't happen from a leader announcing a

plan. Change begins deep inside
something they

a system, when a few people notice

will no longer tolerate, or respond to a dream of what is

possible (p. 29).

As simple as it may seem, conversation plays a critical role when resolving
organizational issues such as email overload and its effects on worker productivity.
Stress

Although the findings in the literature review associate an increase in work-related
stress to be attributed to an increase in email, the results of this case study suggest the

majority of participants only experienced stress attributed to an increase in email
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some of the time. As mentioned previously in this research, the definition of "some

of the time" varies from person to person and the question should have been worded

differently. Also, perhaps an increase in the number of participants involved in this
case study

would subsequently increase the likelihood of either conf,rrming or

disconfirming that a correlation exists between the increase in email and worker stress
levels.
Perhaps with future studies concerning email overload, the researcher could
discuss various office tasks with participants and have each participant identify the

job function that elicits the most negative stress at the office.
Privacy
Even though there are copious numbers of email being sent and received at

work daily, and much of the workforce is aware that email can be disseminated to
others without their knowledge, both this case study and the literature findings

conclude the need to stay connected to others is of significant importance. In other
words, much of the workforce uses office email to convey their thoughts without
obsessing on whether or not their email messages might be intercepted by an

unintended audience, which may result in disciplinary action, which, in turn, may
result in employee termination.

Limitations
The limitations associated with this research entail the lack of a broad pool
participants and sparse amounts of literature detailing more of the positive uses

of

of
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email in the workplace. Aiso, I believe that conducting the case study portion of this
research off,-site would have produced more detailed and thoughtful answers.

While there is no doubt the pool of participants involved in this research
provided valuable feedback ccncerning email overload, perhaps a broader range of
participants could have come from other organizations as well. For example, the case
study portion of this research only involved participants from my former employer,

Community Action Partnership of Suburban Hennepin, which is a non-profit
organization. Perhaps I should have involved participants from the for-profit industry
as

well. This broadening of participant involvement would

have possibly captured an

even more robust series of perspectives concerning the benefits and setbacks

of

virnral cofiununication at the office.

A significant amount of literature I discovered described the implications of
email in the workplace, and it was difficult to uncover a substantive amount

of

benefits of virtual communication. In fact, even with the assistance of two seasoned

librarians, locating this information was still difficult. To that end, I feel I have
uncovered the latest information to date concerning virrual communication in the

work setting. However,

as was mentioned

previously, this research is a snapshot of

what is going on with virtual communication today. More information could be
accessible in the very near future regarding this research topic.

During the interview, my sense was that many of the participants involved in
this case study felt they needed to get back to their desks and work as soon as
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possible. Perhaps the urge for each participant to retum to his or her tasks could have
subsided had each participant involved in this case study been interviewed outside the

confines of the office. Non-work related spaces can provide individuals the

opporfunity to feel more comfortable with their interactions with others and may also
enhance the quality of conversations.

Practical Applications
This research conceming the implications of virtual communication at the

office is a useful tool in raising the awareness of how the misuse of email at the office
can lead to greater stress, loss of productivity, and privacy concerns. Email is indeed
a

powerful tool used to meet the daily demands of business. Virrual sommunication

does foster a greater overall awareness and need to connect on a global level.

However, the use of email is still in its infancy and thus, this research plays a useful
role in reminding individuals in organizations that we can make tremendous strides to
improve the ways in which we use email, while simultaneously improving its

functionality within our various organizations. For example, if part of an
organization's vision is to thoughtfully and intellectually share information with
others, then we can cary out this aspect of the organization's vision by

cornmunicating more clearly in our email exchanges with others.
This research project serves as a tool for individuals who are ready to consider

thinking about more ways in which to optimize virfual communication at the office.
There is no right answer, when it comes to creating an environment whereby virtual
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a

working environment whereby people listen to the diverse perspectives of others who
feel they have a stake in the issues concerning email overload and subsequently
attempt to arrive at the solutions that

will allow email to be used as a tool to benefit

the workplace.

Future Research
The type of research that needs to continue, in my opinion, are ongoing case
studies concerning email overload. Hopefully, these future case studies
patterns that

will reveal

will provide further insight into how individuals can better utilize email

in order to increase worker productivity and reduce stress in the workplace. Much
like a longitudinal study reveals the progression of a characteristic of a certain
individual or groups of individuals over a period of time, studying the impacts of
virtual conlmunication over time will help individuals gain a better understanding

of

how to use email appropriately at work. For example, if there are future research
findings that point to a trend linking increased email etiquette to more respectful and
meaningful relationships at the office, then these findings may be worthwhile for

a

manager to consider implementing in his or her team.

Future research involving case studies

will hopefully continue to capture

significant amounts of meaningful data, which wi1l, in turn, allow us to better
understand the dynamics of email in the work setting. I believe future research on

this topic requires that the research investigator frequently collects and processes data,
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in order to continue observing the subtle changes in the usage of email as it continues
to evolve as a significant means to communicate with others both inside the confines
of an office setting and with our business partners across the globe.
Conclusion
Although there is much evidence pointing to the existence of email overload at
the office, it is the manner in which people use email that is of critical importance.

Email itself serves to provide an excellent way for people to share information.
However, if leadership fails to understand the effectiveness of meaningful
corrununication at work, then it is this failure that will trickle down to its team.

Communication is about inspiring and stimulating others within a team, and when
there are too many pieces of information inundating our email inboxes and not
enough face-to-face involvement in understanding and dealing with day to day

organizational change, the results

will involve people feeling uninspired

and

excluded.
Research on email overload is still in its infancy, and it is important to note

that this research is a snapshot of what I have discovered thus far. Ongoing research
needs to be conducted.

I will seize this opporhrnity for ongoing research on email

overload, as I continue to study this very important and fascinating topic as a Ph.D.
candidate in the field of organization development.
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